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Recent attention has been given to organizationsthat claim to run on faith-based principles.Activities such as at work bible study groups, char-
itable giving, and the individual practices of the owners
are often the focus of such discussions. In such discussions
little attention has been paid to those who not only hold
strong religious views, but have chosen to put those views
into practice—even when it may not appear to make good
business sense.
Since 1946, S. Truett Cathy, founder and chairman of
Chick-fil-A Inc., has run his enterprises based on his under-
standing of Christian principles. Starting with his first
restaurant, the “Dwarf Grill,” which he opened with his
brother Ben in 1946, continuing when he opened the first
“Chick-fil-A” in 1967, and even as he finished the remodel-
ing of the companies headquarters in 1997, S. Truett says
he tries “to glorify God by being a faithful steward of all
that is entrusted to us and to have a positive influence on
other people. . . .” In fact, this purpose is engraved in a
bronze plaque that rests at the entrance to Chick-fil-A’s cor-
porate headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia.
In practice, this purpose has lead S.Truett to never have
his businesses open on Sunday, a time in the quick service
industry that normally generates 20 percent of revenue. It
has caused him to shut down another restaurant venture,
Markos in Florida, rather than serve alcohol, which most
patrons wanted. Despite his staunch adherent to principles
that seem to run counter to “good business sense,” S.Truett
Cathy has built a successful, privately held organization
that operates in 38 states, has more than 1,300 franchisees,
and generates over $2 billion a year in revenue.
In the following interview, S.Truett offers his perspective
on why focusing on principles is more important than
focusing on profits and what he thinks it takes to succeed
in business and in life.
NEJE: Mr. Cathy, unfortunately we’re starting the tape
after you just explained to us your past. But the first
question that people always ask and I’m curious
about is, “How did you do it?” What would you say are
the fundamental elements of your success?
S. Truett Cathy: I’m writing a book right now, How’d You
Do It, Truett?
NEJE: Well, give us a preview of the book?
S. Truett Cathy: All right, number one is you got to want to.
If you don’t have that, nothing else is going to work. Not I’m
trying to want to. I’d like to be good golfer. . . I’d like to be a
concert pianist. I grew up in the Great Depression, you never
experienced that, few people have. But I’ve lived in times of
poverty; I’ve lived in times of plenty.We might have experi-
enced times of plenty, but especially we learned from pover-
ty.We struggled to have a place to live, as well as food for our
table, and I never had anything that I really haven’t had to
work for. It wasn’t just given to me.What little bit of money
I had, I had to share with my family. Starting off at age eight,
going in a restaurant, we started buying Cokes, six for a quar-
ter, do you remember that? You could buy Cokes six for a
quarter.
NEJE: No, I’m not quite that old.
S. Truett Cathy: Well few people do. But that was the begin-
ning, I realized then I could make six cents a bottle. So for a
quarter I would buy those [sodas] and turn around in the
neighborhood and make five cents on the turnaround.Then
we went back and got more and more and more, and then
finally had the resources and went to the Coke truck and
bought 24 Cokes for eighty cents.We’d sell those 24 Cokes for
five cents a piece, get the eighty cents we spent, plus forty
cents. So that’s, to me, a big difference back then. The first
thing I did as a result was to buy a bicycle. I paid $4 for it. It
didn’t have any fenders, but it had round wheels and a big
frame. I had never bought anything in my life that I appreciat-
ed more than that bicycle because I had to buy it and had to
earn it to get it—it wasn’t going to be a gift.
So those are some experiences I’ve learned from.And I went
from that to selling magazines.Then I had a paper route that I
carried for seven straight years. During that time that I learned
the importance of taking care of the customers.You put the
paper behind the screen door, keep the dog from chewing it
up, [and] put it up on the rocking chair.At that period we had
an evening newspaper competition and I was always chal-
lenged by being the winner of the pocket knife, a tee shirt, or
maybe a trip to Jacksonville Beach. I was challenged by that, I
always achieved certain goals that I had set for myself to be a
winner. I never got excited about school, but I got excited
about working.I was drafted into the Army right after I finished
high school,so I didn’t get to go to college but that never both-
ered me. I never liked school anyway. I am glad to work and I
do today.You couldn’t work and be this old unless you’re doing
your very best. It’s when we do less than what we could do,or
are expected to do [that causes problems].
Principles before Profits: An Interview with S. Truett Cathy
Miles Davis, Ph.D.
Leyland M. Lucas, Ph.D.
PRINCIPLES BEFORE PROFITS: AN INTERVIEW WITH S. TRUETT CATHY 27
1
Cathy et al.: Principles before Profits: An Interview with S. Truett Cathy
Published by DigitalCommons@SHU, 2007
Oftentimes I say there are three pieces to success, and this
works for everybody, under all circumstances. Number one is
you got to want to. If you don’t have that, nothing else is
going to work.Number two,you got to develop the skills and
the know-how.And three, you got to do it. Many people have
a lot more talent than they exercise.They go to school and
learn all these things, and blow it when they get out there
and they’re not willing to pay the price that they need to pay.
It takes a lot of “want-to” in life—a lot of “want-to.”You got to
really want to. I had to be able to do whatever it took to
achieve the goal that I’d set for myself.After getting out of the
service, my brother and I pulled our resources and came up
with $4,000.A loan company said if I’d sell an automobile I
had, I’d get a loan for $6,600, so at that time back in 1946, we
went to buying part of the of “Dwarf Grill” and the lot next
to it.The lot was about 50 by 150 [feet], and was right near a
Ford plant. We invested a total of $10,600—first into the
property then into building a building.That’s the kind of debt
that we’re committed to and it was a strong commitment. I
was single so I got my room right next door to the restaurant.
I was available 24 hours a day, six days a week. I was totally
committed and that makes the difference in business life, as
well as home life, and your relationship to the Lord. In com-
mitment, you see strange and unusual things happen when
you’re truly committed to something.
NEJE: How would you look at the issue of talent vers-
es luck in the story of Chick-fil-A?
S. Truett Cathy: Well, there’s no such thing as luck. People
say it’s luck, and I say the harder you work the luckier you
get. It will always be the harder you work the more suc-
cessful you will be. But being brought up in a boarding
house where my mom’s bread was limited to feed the fam-
ily, they had seven rooms in the rented house and two
meals a day. And at an early age I learned how to shuck
corn and scale fish, wash dirty dishes, set the table, and go
shopping for my mom.That was a learning experience for
me. Coming from that background, I guess food would
probably fit in. There was a competence that I learned in
the boarding house days.And I like to eat as well. I used to
have a hobby of baking cakes on Sunday afternoon. Mom
would let me take a recipe and go to the store if I’d clean
up afterwards.
God designed that we would want to be somebody and
see something through in our lifetime. It never comes natu-
ral, that’s for sure. Character is not a burden, but we blow it.
You see people a lot of times that have a lot, a lot of poten-
tial and blow it simply by making the wrong decision. If you
make a good decision, if you make it wrong or not, this
might be the thing that results. But you see that today. It
doesn’t come overnight, it doesn’t come easy but it will hap-
pen.And you can accomplish anything if you really want to.
If you don’t have that much, I agree it’s just not going to hap-
pen and I guess I feel like I never planned Chick-fil-A, it just
came about. I say, take advantage of unexpected opportuni-
ties and you don’t recognize them sometimes until it’s too
late. You look back and you wish you’d done this or done
that, but you just go through life one time, you don’t have a
chance to go back and redo it.
There’s no shortcut to success. It’s true you’re due to gain
through the errors that you make.The shortcut is to observe
what’s worked in life through times and try to imitate it.
Don’t think you have to be around the drugs,alcohol,and sex
just to see what it’s like because you can look at relatives, and
see what they’ve done, mistakes they’ve made. I got a good
lesson in my Sunday school lesson about life. I was always
taught that the truth is in the Ten Commandments. I mean,
people have trouble with lying. It’s like even our [past] pres-
ident, Bill Clinton, he did a bad thing but the worst of it is he
lied, under oath, about what took place.You can’t lie and lie,
it’s a sin with God. Another chief executive officer of the
largest company of the world, Lockheed, lied about things.
The president and CEO of RadioShack,who was doing a good
job for the last five years, was dismissed because he lied on
his application. On his application he put down degrees he
earned in college, but he never attended college. So still I
believe firmly in the Ten Commandments; they’re important
to us and we need to give attention to that.
NEJE: How does our changing world impact today’s
entrepreneur, especially in a quick service restau-
rant? And what I mean by that is do demographic
shifts in the United States—such as the aging popula-
tion or a more diverse population—mean that your
stores will at one point say, “Eat More Tacos?” Or do
geographic shifts, that the world is getting smaller,
mean that maybe you’ll go international to sustain the
great growth of Chick-fil-A?
S. Truett Cathy: We went to 37 states, and we made the mis-
take of going to South Africa and building three places there.
It was at five years and hadn’t made any money; it cost us to
keep the doors open.We had the opportunity to renew our
leases from those five years or pull out.And so we pulled out.
Our area’s right here in the United States and our neighbor-
ing states in the union. It’s tiny but our goal is to expand in
areas that we already recognize, rather than going into
unknown territories.
NEJE: Please explain why you say that it was a mis-
take going to South Africa.
S. Truett Cathy: It’s the fact that we were losing money.We
couldn’t get the merchandise and paper goods there proper-
ly labeled.People there were used to having Coke with maybe
one piece of ice, if they wanted ice.We fill the cup up with a
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half a cup of ice, and they told us they were getting gypped.
Because they were the customer, you put fresh ice in it. We
told them iced tea and Coke taste better with ice.We had to
prove our point; we had to educate the people.The economy
wasn’t bad, and there was no competition to speak of. But
nevertheless, we had a bunch of great employees.They were
all excited, but nonetheless, it just wasn’t practical.
NEJE: What business would you start today, given our
changing world? Would you do Chick-fil-A all over
again?
S. Truett Cathy: Sure I would. I think it was God’s gift to
have that. I always thought about having a chain of restau-
rants until I had two, but I realized then that I had one too
many. If I just have one I can do a better job. I was trying to
go back and forth to operating two restaurants, so it was a big
issue for a long time, running something else and Chick-fil-A.
You can tell me and explain that we started off as something
not much, the difference is our concept. In the beginning
shopping malls would not talk to you about fast food.They
didn’t want the smoke fumes tainting things inside. So we
had the shopping mall concept. It was a new concept; Chick-
fil-A itself was brand new.We introduced and educated peo-
ple about our boneless chicken breast sandwich.
NEJE: Did you create the idea of a quick service store
in a mall?
S. Truett Cathy: I created that.And I saw that we did a lot of
things different.We’re actually closed on Sundays, we’re neat.
I’ve been doing it for 60 years and it’s never changed. It’s the
most important decision I’ve made.A man asked me,“How do
you figure that because 20 percent of sales are generated on
Sunday in fast food?” I replied,“Well, number one it honors
God. And secondly, it also attracts the kind of people who
appreciate a Sunday off.”We weren’t so sure if it worked or if
not, but we had that opportunity and family is very impor-
tant.America has a great quality of home life as well as a faith
in the Lord. And so we offer this and that’s the reason we
employ 500 people and we only have a 3.5 percent turnover.
And personally, that’s unheard of in anything, particularly in
the food business.
NEJE: Why do you think that your turnover is so low?
What is it that you’re doing?
S. Truett Cathy: Giving people Sunday off is just one of the
factors.We employ a lot of mothers.We give them Saturday
and Sunday off,we think of the family.We got high school and
college people working on Saturdays, so we got the house-
wives who work all week and get off on Saturday and Sunday
which is a great offer to them.They’ll stay with you.The envi-
ronment we offer them is inviting. We try to go with the
scriptures and treat them like we want to be treated. Of
course, it would be nice for them to give me the time off,
when you work 24 hours a day for six days you’re ready for
a break.And you find that equipment needs to be rested a lit-
tle while too. So it’s worked out to our advantage that we’re
closed on Sundays.
NEJE: You’re well known for your emphasis on char-
acter and principles based on biblical teachings in
running a business. Do you think that having that
sense of character and principles presents unique
challenges in the business world?
S. Truett Cathy: You have to have principles. It should
change the world of business. But business people are more
interested in the bottom line than we are in people.We’re a
private company,so we’re more concerned about the people.
The bottom line takes care of itself. But more people see
what that bottom line looks like. Earnings generate more
profit. So we have a special privilege where we use our
resources to do some very unusual things.
NEJE: Mr. Cathy, do you think it’s harder to maintain
those principles in 2006 than in 1946, when you start-
ed your business?
S. Truett Cathy: I don’t.You just have to make up your mind
as to whom you’re going to try to please. Shopping malls are
normally open on Sunday and there are a few instances in
which we were denied to go in there because of the fact
we’re closed on Sunday. You don’t earn much money like
that. We feel like people appreciate you living up to what
you trust to be. I teach Sunday school to 13-year-old boys. I
asked them one time,“How would you feel if I was to open
my cash register today on Sunday while trying to be a suc-
cess. One little boy said,“You would be a hypocrite.”When I
went to school, it was required in public school to bring a
Bible verse to school on Monday morning. From those, they
would give you one Bible verse for the week.When I was in
third grade, my Bible verse was inspected, my name was up
on the board and Proverb 22:1 was written out: “Well the
good name would rather be chosen than great riches.” I
asked my 13-year-old boys,“How many of you would like to
have a million dollars?”All the hands went up. Mom is get-
ting new dresses; Daddy could have a new pick up trucks
and shot gun shells; you're getting a go-cart and mini-bike.’
And I said,“Let me tell you something better than that . . . the
good name, with a good reputation.”And my little boy said,
“Well suppose you got a good name.” And I said, “No, you
have to reearn it everyday. It’s nothing you can buy; it’s
something you have to earn.The way I figure it, and I find
this very true, I don’t know how much of that caused me to
try to maintain a good name. But in the food business you
have to remember to do things right all the time, not just
sometimes. Because if you get disappointed one time, that’s
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the end of that 25 times. If you get disappointing quality of
food or are mistreated by an employee, you’re likely to never
go back again.And certainly not go around cheerleading for
Chick-fil-A after that experience, ever. So we have to things
to make it right every time.
NEJE: How do you convey those core values of your
faith to your management team?
S. Truett Cathy: We have an annual seminar that lasts four
days and the last few have had more than 3,000 people.We
provide outstanding speakers,motivators.We also try to help
them in their home life because I can’t expect a person to
do their best in business when they’ve got problems at
home. One reporter wrote an article on us offering counsel-
ing services to families. That opened up a whole group of
newscasters on radio and TV wanting to know more about
us.That’s unusual for a company that cares for its people and
their homes. And they said,“Why did you do it?” I said you
can’t expect a person to run a business who’s got severe
problems at home; it’s just not going to happen. It is impor-
tant that you try to maintain a stable home life, as well as sta-
bility in your business. Make it a place you want to stay.We
have very few leaving the group for reasons that are uncon-
trollable.
NEJE: You often hear talk now of what is called “cor-
porate social responsibility.” There are some who
emphasize that it’s the shareholders and those who
say it’s the stakeholders and I just wonder, what are
your views on corporate social responsibility?
S. Truett Cathy: You should be honest to your stockholders.
Look at it the way they practice in the Navy where the cap-
tain’s always the last one to depart from the ship. If you got a
sinking ship, it is the captain who leaves last. I felt that in busi-
ness it’s the same way, you got to be responsible to the stock-
holders—unlike a business owner I heard about. He took his
money and left the company in bad shape. He shouldn’t have
walked off, leaving his business in trouble. He did all he could
to leave the scene.You should take care of the stockholders,
those who invest their life savings in it and trust in the com-
pany. They shouldn’t be disappointed by the person they’re
trusting in, with mistake and no protection really, but that’s
the stock market. But it gets back to biblical principles.Treat
others like you like to be treated, be honest and be truthful.
These are the basic things that are expected of an individual.
NEJE: I also know from your book Eat Mor Chikin:
Inspire More People that one of your principles is to
be a good steward. 
S. Truett Cathy: Right. It’s very true. I think all we have is
promised to God anyway.All we have is a gift from God.We
practice tithing and other things like being a good neighbor
and treating others like we’d like to be treated.Chick-fil-A has
been leading too and there are a lot of things we do besides
cooking chicken. We have just awarded $20,000 to young
persons who work for us. If they have been working for us
for 2 years and work 20 hours a week, we give then a $1,000
scholarship.We’ve awarded $20,000 every year, which have
totaled $20,000,000.And it adds up.We build foster homes.
We have 12 foster homes,and we have a scholarship program
for employees. We’ve taken over what was previously a pri-
vate boarding school for eighth to twelfth graders.The school
was closed.We looked into it and we were amazed that the
28-acre land, started back in 1902 by Martha Berry, got the
support of great people like Henry Ford, Emily Vanderbilt,
and Franklin Roosevelt. The facility supplied the resources
that allowed us to rebuild the campus.We recently took over
a dairy farm there, converted it into a family enrichment pro-
gram for families who need a shot in the arm.We encourage
them to stay together. We are running a Pro-Dad’s Day in
Tampa, Florida. We’re going nationwide with it, and urging
fathers to spend the day with their son.We are encouraging
them to come to Chick-fil-A to eat and sit and talk with each
other. The dad plays into the stability of the homes and
spending time with the children. Many times children don’t
hear from the fathers unless they’re scolding them about
something. Just talk to them,talk to them about anything they
want to talk about. But don’t just talk to them when you are
scolding them and getting after them. Find times when you
can encourage them.That makes all the difference.
NEJE: I have three last questions. One, in retrospect,
what do you consider your greatest contribution to
the organization and to entrepreneurship?
S. Truett Cathy: Well my family is very important to me. I
have 3 dedicated children, dedicated to the Lord, but on top
of that they have a giving spirit. I’m very excited how they
treat Chick-fil-A. I have 12 grandchildren. I was just awarded
the first, second, and third generation down in Saint
Petersburg. I feel like I’ve been thrown some wealth, but I’ve
got money that I can use for myself. But also I’ve got some
other business investments that I use to help be successful in
these certain situations. I see young people grow up and
they’re high school and college students now working on the
staffs who are career persons.And we have, as I mentioned,
65 percent of operators [franchise owners] out there who
grew up in Chick-fil-A.We raised them. For some of them it’s
the only job they’ve had. And 15 boys I had in my Sunday
school class over a period of years made a career at Chick-fil-
A.There’s nothing wrong with working hard as young peo-
ple.You have to work.And if you like to work, there’s nothing
wrong with liking to work. So it’s been satisfying to me to
have so many young people that want to choose a career in
Chick-fil-A.And the quality of people who we have here on
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our staff makes my job much easier. It’s a pleasure to come to
work with the atmosphere that’s created here. So I feel
Chick-fil-A brings good. I think we honor God in the things
we’re trying to do.
NEJE: When you retire from Chick-fil-A, what would
you like to say is your greatest legacy to the organiza-
tion?
S. Truett Cathy: I think the greatest contribution would be
the fact that we’re closed on Sunday.We’ve done that for 60
years. And there are times when you mention Chick-fil-A,
yeah, that’s the place that’s closed on Sundays.And it gives us
opportunity to explain well sure, you can’t go eat at Chick-fil-
A because they’re closed on Sunday to respect the Lord’s Day.
‘Honor the Lord’s Day and keep it holy.’ It’s a special day that
the Lord has given Man. We need that day off, it’s to honor
God. We just need a day off to think about the little things
that are important.And that’s the bottom line.
NEJE: My last question, when people hear the name of
your organization, what do you want them to think of?
S. Truett Cathy: I think it would be of a quality operation
where you have people who care about them and who prac-
tice going that second mile for the customer. That’s where
you get people who are totally dedicated to Chick-fil-A.
They’re your cheerleaders, it’s that kind of advertisement that
you sell by.The general public is more important than adver-
tising over the TV or radio, we have don’t have the advertis-
ing budget. We’re the largest company I have seen without
advertising on TV or radio, but I think we have the loyalty of
the employees and we have loyal customers. They’re our
cheerleaders out there telling people about the great experi-
ence they had a Chick-fil-A.
We have maintained a good reputation as far as service.
Occasionally someone has gotten disappointed but we do
everything we possibly can to correct the situation. I’ll send
a letter of apology along with a book; the operation will
sometimes send flowers to that customer or some other
things.We ran into a situation in the Carolina’s where a lady
had driven 200 miles and she had another 200 miles to go.
She got to Chick-fil-A and realized she had left her pocket-
book. Of course we didn’t charge her anything for food, but
she didn’t have gas money to get back to where she came
from and the operators were aware of that. The employees
collected $23—$1 a piece—and gave it to the lady. It was an
unusual thing that we can do that other people will not do.
They could do, but won’t. It’s a business of serving people.
Editor’s Note: The growing area of spirituality research and
theory in the study of management often presents opinions
and references that are not commonly shared by all members
of the academy.The New England Journal of Entrepreneur-
ship does not endorse nor does it disavow the views of con-
tributors to the Journal.
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writings on a giving spirit with
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